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The rationale for spiritual practice 

Before I start this text, I would like to continue from where I started by way of a lead into the text, 

maybe a week or so before.  

It continues to say for us to get the opportunity to resume practice on the path we need to be free 

from the three lower realms; for that sake, we need to go for refuge to the Buddha, Dharma and 

Sangha. How can we avert a possible fall into the three lower realms and have a chance to bounce 

back to the human realm? We need to first of all turn for refuge to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. 

Secondly, we need to review our life and see what actions we have performed. If we know we have 

performed negative harmful actions, we need to take serious action to undo those actions by way of 

purification practice, applying the four antidotes. If you take refuge in three jewels and then undo our 

past negative actions by applying the four antidotes, definitely we will have chance to bounce back to 

human life and have this chance.  

Then, if you want to go further, you want to not just be reborn a human next lifetime. Rather, if you 

want to be free totally from the domain of what is called samsara or the mundane existence, on top 

of going for refuge in the three jewels, on top of clearing and cleansing your mindstream, you also 

need to engage in the path of the three trainings: the training in higher ethics, training in higher 

concentration, and training in higher wisdom. If you do this, then you will be heading towards nirvana.  

In this way we need to rise above our basic animal instincts, just surviving through food and clothing. 

Rather, transcend our mundane cyclic involuntary cyclic existence by way of the process just 

explained. Then show how humans have a transcending difference, advantage over animals. The 

advantage humans have over animals is their intellect; therefore, use the human intellect not just for 

survival reasons but to seek a state of permanent release or cessation from suffering and the cause of 

suffering for one and all sentient beings. If you can do that, then we will show the hallmark of human 

existence and human superiority.  

What’s the rationale for undertaking spiritual practices, and to rise above our basic animal instinct, 

and go beyond the domain of mundane existence for the good of all sentient beings? Why do we need 

to seek and need to achieve the good of all sentient beings? From a Mahayana Buddhist perspective, 

we would be ignoring sentient beings at our own peril if we sought our own happiness, ignoring 

sentient beings. It would go against the common decency because, according to the teaching of the 

Buddha, in the annals of our beginningless existence it is seen by the Buddhas that each and every 

sentient being has been once our parents – particularly once our mother in the course of our 

beginningless existence. When each sentient being plays that role, that particular sentient being who 

is our mother is overwhelmed by a maternal caring instinct and therefore they have really selflessly 

cared for us. Given that, then we need to develop a sense of gratitude with regard to all sentient 

beings and that needs to be translated into repayment of their kindness in kind.  

So it says it is an expression of ingratitude not to repay the kindness of those who have showed us 

immense kindness and help throughout beginningless existence. We need to feel grateful to sentient 

beings, considering what they have done for us. If you feel a sense of responsibility for their good and 
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want to repay it, then can we do that? Now is the time, the text says. Now you are in a prime situation 

with this human life, a most resourceful, most dynamic vehicle for spiritual advancement. Now is the 

time you do things which will pave the way for you to repay the kindness of all sentient beings; if you 

throw this opportunity to the wind, you will have let down sentient beings too. Now is the time to 

make a difference. Why? Because you have got this precious vehicle, this human existence and you 

can make a difference. Don’t leave it to the future date, make a start now and then move on.  

Repaying the kindness of sentient beings 

If you have to repay the kindness of sentient beings, what is the best way? What can we do to repay 

the kindness of sentient beings? There could be many ways you could repay their kindness, through 

resources, and many other things. But the text I have just read, it mentions the best way to repay the 

kindnesses of sentient beings in kind is to establish them in a state where they will perennially, 

incessantly experience the highest state of wellbeing permanently and where they will never ever 

again undergo any suffering. If you could help them achieve such a state, nudge them along the path 

and establish them in that kind of state – in the state of Buddhahood – that is the supreme form of 

repayment of incalculable kindnesses sentient beings have showered upon us.  

To do that, first we need to have resolve, given through compassion for all sentient beings and love 

for all sentient beings. As I was talking to you on previous occasions, whilst compassion and love are 

both highly uplifting spiritual ideals, the difference is compassion has a sense of relief, relieving pain 

whereas love has a function of bestowal, of fixing sentient beings in goodness. First of all we need to 

be genuinely filled with love and compassion for all sentient beings which will then lead us on the path 

to repay their kindness.  

When it comes to repaying the kindness of sentient beings by way of helping them, nudging them and 

ultimately establishing the in the supreme state where they will forever experience highest wellbeing 

and where they will never know any pain or suffering. When it comes to doing that, driven by the 

overwhelming sense of compassion for them and overwhelming sense of love for them, you take it 

upon yourself, you singlehandedly do that, rather than depending on somebody else to help you in 

this venture. You take the lion’s share of responsibility to single-handedly do that.  

When you are stirred by strong compassion and love for sentient beings, which makes you want to 

repay them with the state of enlightenment and you want to do it by yourself, then you begin to think, 

“Can I do it now? At the moment, let alone helping sentient beings, my own position is not secure. Yet 

I really want to repay their kindness – what can I do?” And one racks ones brains and looks for help. 

As one considers carefully, it naturally dawns that the only way to achieve the goal of your project, 

establishing sentient beings in the highest state of enlightenment is to seek the help of someone who 

has already reached the state of enlightenment. Short of that person, nobody else is able to do that. 

Nobody has the expertise, nobody has the know-how, the determination to translate such lofty ideals 

into actual outcomes. Then it naturally dawns, you feel a sense of utter necessity, “I have to become 

Buddha because only when I become Buddha will I be able to help.” That is the dawning state of 

bodhichitta.  

For example, what about turning to arhats, people who have achieved nirvana – nirvana only for 

themselves? Nirvana is a kind of mid-way from mundane existence. Imagine this is Buddhahood: 

nirvana is somewhere here, a cosy cocoon for yourself where you are permanently happy, but you are 

totally oblivious of the suffering of all sentient beings. They have got wisdom, extrasensory perception, 

psychic feats and so on but they are lost in the bliss of nirvana. So can we turn to them in order to 



3 | P a g e  
 

seek help so that we can help sentient beings? The text says those in the mid-way, they have not 

achieved the state of perfection for themselves or others, so they will not be able to help.  

Those who are in the mid-way state of nirvana, how come they got stuck there? They got stuck there 

because of their motivation with which they began their journey on the Buddhist path. They are no 

doubt impeccable practitioners of ethics, concentration and wisdom. But, they used Buddhist vehicles, 

Buddhist teaching only for their own state of permanent peace. Driven by individual emancipation, 

they will achieve their goal, but they will get stuck there for incredible length of time. To this end, in 

the beginning – driven by individual emancipation – they use concentration and they meditate on 

what is called selflessness of person. That is, non-true existence of people or person. As mentioned 

before, according to the Buddhist narrative, they will get stuck there for eons. After a while they will 

be woken up by Buddhas and then they will enter the Mahayana path. Once they enter the Mahayana 

path, they will be taught the Mahayana ideal of universal emancipation and therefore they will 

develop bodhichitta. Not only that, they will meditate on emptiness of inherent existence of person 

and phenomena and everything.  

The cream of all teachings of the Buddha 

Thus, we need to have universal motivation if you like, a motivation for universal liberation, universal 

emancipation and to this end we need to achieve the state of complete Buddhahood called complete 

state of Buddhahood. A Buddha has perfected, consummated the technique of fulfilling the dual 

purpose: purpose of other and purpose of self. Once you become Buddha, you spontaneously become 

a reservoir of good for self and others; but then the question is, “How do we go about achieving the 

state of Buddhahood?” 

The process, the journey begins with extensive learning by way of hearing teachings from valid 

sources, qualified teachers and contemplation, personal reflection on the teachings. And then, move 

on to develop what is called bodhichitta. What is bodhichitta? Bodhichitta is a primary consciousness 

conjoined with the twin aspirations: aspiration to service to others and aspiration to enlightenment. 

Ideally speaking, in order for us to achieve our goal we need to have uncontrived bodhichitta. But 

uncontrived bodhichitta will only become uncontrived after practice, simulation. So in the beginning, 

we need to have simulated bodhichitta or contrived bodhichitta.  

One of the teachings which will help us move forward is the teaching that I said I would give when I 

started teaching at the Buddhist centre here: Foundation of All Good Qualities by Je Tsong Khapa. He 

wrote the Foundation of All Good Qualities in Reting Monastery, a monastery not far from the Tibetan 

capital Lhasa. It is a piece of writing by Lama Tsong Khapa, which he left as heritage for his followers. 

The Foundation of All Good Qualities is a pithy text which encapsulates the entire content of Lamrim 

or the stages of the path right from A to Z, beginning with the development of spiritual rapport with 

the lamas or the gurus up to the culmination in the state of Buddhahood. So the entire process of path 

quite extensive has been captured in few stanzas.  

This text, Foundation of All Good Qualities, is the cream of all teachings of the Buddha. In another 

writing by Lama Tsong Khapa called Songs of Spiritual Experience, there he says,  

Stages of path to enlightenment is crucial and is indispensable in all forms of Buddhist 

practice, whether sutra or tantra. Without the life-force of stages of the path, you 

could not do any practice of any form of sutra or tantra. 

The fifth Dalai Lama says, even when you want to practice tantra, there is no way that you could 

practice tantra unless the practice of tantra is grounded in the essentials of the stages of the path of 
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this text. Tantra will mean nothing without the essential three principal paths, which are the core 

elements of the stages of the path.  

The Foundation of All Good Qualities is thus a a pithy condensed presentation of the extensive stages 

of the path, which is called Lamrim, where the entire system of practice is presented in an orderly 

fashion so that a practitioner could not go wrong if they followed the path. So now for us, we need to 

remember at least one thing: this text by Lama Tsong Khapa, the Foundation of All Good Qualities, is 

the brief presentation of the extensive writing on the stages of the path by Lama Tsong Khapa and 

others.  

Preliminary stanzas 

So now we are doing the preliminary lead-in; there are a few preliminary stanzas. I will do a line-by-

line translation. The first stanza asks Lama Tsong Khapa, his disciple on the right and his disciple on 

the left, to nurture and care for the writer of this commentary form here until the state of 

Buddhahood: 

Tsong Khapa a human manifestation in saffron robe of Manjushri, and Dharma 

Rinchen who is the epitome of love and compassion, and Khedrup Rinpoche who is the 

master of eloquence like the lion who is courageous master of eloquence as 

courageous as the lion. O spiritual father Lama Tsong Khapa and your disciples, look 

after me, nurture me until Buddhahood. 

This request by the writer to look after him. Second stanza:  

Three of you see all phenomena starkly with your wisdom. Through love, you care for 

all beings like only child. Through your dynamism or power, you bring the unruly of the 

world under subjugation. Together, in the process you build a floral ocean of the 

teaching of the Buddha.  

So now a homage, a sense of gratitude is paid to the writers own guru, whoever that may be. Where 

he says:  

From the sublime vase of your mouth [the guru’s mouth is likened to a vase which 

pours the teachings] I have received the essence of perfection of wisdom gone beyond: 

extensive, middling, brief and the condensed. And they have come to me where I hold 

them as the precious jewel of scriptural and insightful teachings of the Buddha. I hold 

in my heart the dust particles of my precious guru.  

This is another Tibetan way of saying, “I pay homage to my guru.”  

So now a last stanza in this section is the authors’ statement of intention to write a commentary on 

Foundation of All Good Qualities:  

Now called at the stages of the path a miraculous body which captures in one the 

hidden message of perfection of wisdom gone beyond.  Here, I will elucidate or I will 

make clear the essence of this writing.  

The Foundation of All Qualities is in fact a statement of request: asking the guru to channel the entire 

qualities of the spiritual path stated in the Foundation of All Good Qualities, which is the innermost 

essence of the teaching of Lama Tsong Khapa. To explain this, there are two main sections. The entire 

Foundation of All Good Qualities are subsumed by two broad sections: requesting to help develop the 
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skills for guru-disciple rapport or relationship, and requesting for effective training of the mind 

following development of the relationship between the spiritual mentor and a spiritual trainee.  

The guru-disciple relationship 

As just mentioned the entire text is subsumed by two outlines. The first one is request for skills to 

develop relationship with the guru, as contained in the first stanza.  

I will explain line by line: “The kind venerable who is the foundation of all qualities.” The brief 

explanation says my kind precious guru, is the foundation of all qualities – common and uncommon 

qualities – developed following common and uncommon paths. So you are the foundation, O precious 

guru, of all my spiritual qualities on the path. The opening line really explain the title of this text where 

it says,  

O precious guru the earth is the foundation of everything, the support of everything 

that exists; you are the foundation of qualities developed through common and 

uncommon path and states. 

This commentary, it gives annotation of the phrases. When it says ‘drin chän,’ which I translated as 

kind precious guru. ‘Drin’ means kindness; ‘chän’ means one who has kindness for you, someone who 

is kind to you. So why is the guru called kind? The guru is called kind in that the guru bestows 

generously the goodness for this life and all future lifetimes therefore kind. The annotation 

explanation, ‘Je’ is normally translated as ‘the venerable.’ Why is the guru called the venerable? Guru 

is called the venerable in that the guru protects one from entire suffering of mundane existence, 

particularly suffering of the three lower realms. Protecting one and others from entire suffering, the 

guru then places you on the path to nirvana – the mid-way cosy existence – and to compete 

Buddhahood. So the guru is the agent who makes the spiritual progress happen.  

Q&A Session 

A lot was said tonight. Any questions?  

Audience: Geshe la was talking about the arhat beings who only achieve nirvana and don’t have 

bodhichitta mind. That they can’t help us was the comment that I heart. So my question is, surely 

these arhats who have attained nirvana can help us with lower scope even if they’re not bodhisattvas. 

At our stage now, when we are so ordinary and mundane?  

Geshe-la: What I said was not that they are utterly unable to help, but they are lost in the state of 

bliss. When you are completely oblivious, when you are absorbed in the bliss of nirvana, a state of 

extreme relief from suffering of samsara, you are lost in that so you are not a Buddha. Therefore two 

things cannot happen. In that way they are not able to help.  

You see there, there is an image of the Buddha and on either side are his prominent disciples. One is 

called Shariputra the other is called Maudgalyāyana; one is known for his intellect the other one is 

known for his psychic feats and performance. One of these disciples, first they were Mahayana, they 

had bodhichitta. At some time they faced so much trouble at the hands of the people they tried to 

help, then facing the obnoxious behaviour of people who they were kind to made them lose their 

sense of resolve for Buddhahood. One of them thought, “Buddhahood is impossible, I don’t want to 

go there, I just want to go to nirvana.” As soon as they develop that thought, they became 

disheartened and they fell down into lesser vehicle.  

When anyone attains nirvana, the feeling of nirvana is so overwhelmingly peaceful many people slide 

into an oblivious absorption into hither-to-unknown bliss and therefore they are not aware of the 
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suffering of sentient beings whilst in that state. However, it’s not the case that they will remain there 

for ever. There comes a time when they do rise from the slumber of nirvana, nirvanic peace, and then 

develop awareness of all sentient beings and the suffering; they develop bodhichitta and begin to 

mediate on emptiness and so on.  

People who follow the path to individual liberation, their core aim is their own personal individualistic 

nirvana; their prime practice is the path leading to that; and the topic the teaching they meditate on 

is entirely geared at that goal. Whereas somebody who wants to achieve the state of Buddhahood, 

their prime aim is universal liberation or enlightenment; their prime path is meditation on method 

and wisdom; and their goal is Buddhahood. Intentions are different, the system is different, and the 

result is different of the two vehicles.  

Audience: What is the name of the commentary and its author?  

Geshe-la: The commentary is written by Geshe Sherab Gyatso a prominent master, one who had 

strong influence on the Junior Tutor and the Senior Tutor and so on. The lead-in talk I gave to you was 

by Pabongkha, the lama who taught one of the Lamrim texts called Liberation in the Palm of your 

Hand.   

 

 

 

 


